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of civic decline mentions poor fiscal management, indigence and 
abuse of government positions. But it was farming that he 
considered the best of occupations, which he defended at law as 
being a ‘teacher of economy, industry and justice’.  
 
From Cato’s ‘De Agricultura’ to Columella’s ‘Res Rustica’ to 
Pliny the Elder’s ‘Naturalis Historia’ we have philosophy mixed 
with technology as a basis of society. In fact, Pliny the Elder’s 
precursor of all modern encyclopedias was sponsored by a dynasty 
that had learned the centrality of food security for Rome – 
Vespasian’s Flavian Dynasty. We owe this knowledge about food 
and Rome to Pliny’ nephew, Pliny the Younger, who writing in his 
villa above Lake Como, used agricultural metaphor to explain an 
argument on rhetoric. All this points to food security in ancient 
Rome being in good hands. By CE 100 Pliny the Younger was even 
claiming that Rome did not need Egypt’s grain, although this may 
have been hyperbole. But in fact, it was during the time of the two 
Plinys that food security was used as the lever for a coup d’état.  
 
Today, overlooking Lake Como as I sit on 
the site of Pliny the Younger’s villa to 
collate this book on food security and small 
farmers, I am impressed by the parallels 
with that earlier Roman experiment in 
civilization. Just as Pliny, captured in 
marble on his lake-dividing moraine above 
Bellagio, had time here to contemplate his 
extra-senatorial interests, so the Rockefeller 
Foundation again generously affords me 
time to contemplate this greatest of world 
issues. The parallels extend even further than daydreaming in 
Pliny’s chair. 
 
During the 60s, ancient Rome experienced one of its food crises. Its 


